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PURPOSE 

 
This handbook is designed to help instructors create assessment tools that will 

meet the following goals: 
 

1.  Be properly aligned with the course intended learning outcomes and what was 
          taught in class. 

2.  Assess higher-order thinking 
3.  Assess what the instructor intended to assess; not extraneous ideas or skills. 
4.  Be clear and precise. 
5.  Be properly formatted 
6.  Be easy to score 
7.  Be relevant to students 
8.  Discriminate between students 
 
 

GENERAL PROCEDURE 
The handbook is organized into three parts. In each section specific principles of 

test creation are presented. Then, a formative exercise assesses understanding of the 
principles of test creation. Finally, an answer key is provided so that answers can be 
checked. 
 

This three part format is followed in explaining principles of test creation, which 
are related to each of the major types of test questions commonly used, to alignment 
and to the assessment of higher-order thinking. 
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PRINCIPLES FOR MULTIPLE-CHOICE QUESTIONS 
 

A.  The stem* of the question should present a clear and complete problem, (e.g., “Who 
wrote the Declaration of Independence?”) 

 
B. The questions should not clue the students to the correct answer*: 
 

1. The stem of the question should agree grammatically with each choice. 
 
2. The options* should be similar in length and amount of detail. 
 
3. All options should seem plausible to the uninformed. 

 
C. If the question is controversial, an authority or theory should be referred to as 

support, (e.g., “According to most German historians, which of the following caused 
World War II?”) 

 
D. It is generally suggested that negative words be avoided in the question stem. If 

included, any negative word should be capitalized and/or underlined and bolded, 
(e.g., “Which of the following is NOT an item of mountain climbing gear?”) 

 
E.  Each option should concisely state only one idea. 
 
F.  The option “All of the above” should not be used, as it increases the chance of 

correctly guessing the right answer. It is also better to have three or more good 
options rather than to use “None of the above” as a choice. Questions that use “All 
of 
the above” and “None of the above” as options can be replaced with questions that 
ask students to pick all of the choices, which may be correct. 

 
G.  All options should be as homogenous or similar as possible. 
 
H.  Avoid complex multiple-choice formats, (e.g., both A and B, both B and C, etc.) 
 
I.  Order the options to each question alphabetically. 
 
J.  List options vertically, not horizontally. 
 
K.  The stem of a question should be written as a question, not as an incomplete 

sentence. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
* See Anatomy and Glossary of Terms for a definition. 
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FORMATIVE EXERCISE: MULTIPLE-CHOICE QUESTIONS 
 

Instructions:  The following questions are designed to assess your understanding of the 
principles for writing multiple-choice questions. Demonstrate your ability to 
identify which, if any, of the principles have been violated by writing the 
number and letter of the principle violated in the box on the left. If one or 
more principles have been violated, rewrite the question in the box 
provided. 

 
Multiple-Choice Questions 
1. Which of the following is not a 
mammal? 
a. Horse 
b. Whale 
c. Iguana 
d. Human 
 
2. In Europe, before the use of coal 
during the industrial revolution, the 
most important and reliable energy 
source for small-scale manufacturing 
was: 
a. Hydrothermal power  b. Water p
c. Wind

ower 
 power                d. Wood fuel 

 What geographic feature would have 

ut 

) Near a high point 

resources 

 George Washington 
s compared 

 

war m chine  
  c. was the third President. 

til he died. 

 

 
3.
been important 1000 years ago in 
choosing a location to build a city, b
would not be very important today? 
 
A
B) Near a river 
C) Near natural 
D) Near the ocean 
 
4.
a. died at a young age a
with other men of his day, discounting
those killed in the Revolutionary War. 
b. was quite successful at overcoming 
the resistance afforded by the British 

         a .

  d. wore his original teeth un
  e. had three daughters who married 
  prominent diplomats or statesmen. 
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5. The leader of a civil revolt is called a: 

ary 

ove 

. World War II was mostly the fault of: 

, because of Chamberlain’s 

ny, because of Hitler’s policies 

because of Meshoe’s policies 

. Which statement best illustrates a 

it whole. 
ing. 

. 

. Elephants lift objects mainly with 

 
 

f the above 

. The Richter scale is: 
ntensity of light. 

nted by George Galton. 
ty of    

s a/an: 
. invertebrate 

nd “b”, but not “c” 
nd “c”, but not “b” 

 

a. usurper 
b. revolution
c. individual 
d. enthusiast 
e. All of the ab
 
6
a. France, because of de Gaulle’s 
policies 
b. Britain
policies 
c. Germa
d. America, because of Roosevelt’s 
policies 
e. Tibet, 
 
7
connected meaning with the word 
wrasse? 
a. He ate 
b. I saw one swimm
c. People are greedy. 
d. Tomorrow is coming
 
8
their: 
a. legs
b. trunks
c. tusks 
d. None o
 
9
a. used to measure the i
b. based on an ordinal scale. 
c. inve
d. used to measure the intensi
earthquakes. 
 
10. A sponge i
a
b. mollusk 
c. porifera 
d. both “a” a
e. both “a” a
 f. both “b” and “c”, but not “a” 
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PRINCIPLES FOR MATCHING QUESTIONS 
 

A.  Write clear directions to the examinees. 
1. Specify the relationship between the premises and the responses. 
2. Describe how and/or where students should record the answers they select. (It is 

          recommended that students record their answers on an answer sheet.) 
3. Indicate whether or not each response may be used once, more than once, or not 
    at all. 
 

B. Include an unequal number of premises* and responses*. 
 
C.  Restrict the entries in the response column to the members of a homogeneous 

category. Keep the premises homogeneous also. 
 
D.  Use a heading* at the top of each list. 
 
E.  Avoid the tendency to include insignificant or esoteric members of the target 

category. 
 
F.  Arrange the responses in some logical order that is consistent with the task of 

searching for a match for each premise (e.g., alphabetically, chronologically, 
numerically, or relative size.) 

 
G.  Keep all the premises and all the responses on the same page. 
 
H.  If possible, put definitions and longer words and phrases in the left column. 
 
I.    Include no more than 7 premises and ten responses per matching exercise. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

See Anatomy and Glossary of Terms for a definition. 
 
* 
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FO S RMATIVE EXERCISE: MATCHING QUESTION
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PRINCIPLES FOR ESSAY QUESTIONS 
 

1. Before writing the essay question, clearly define the intended learning outcome 
to be assessed. 

 
2. Avoid using essay questions for intended learning outcomes that are better 

assessed with other kinds of assessment. 
 
3. Clearly state the thinking processes (e.g., compare, analyze, evaluate, etc.) 

students are to use in writing their answers and require the students to use these 
thinking processes in a novel or previously unencountered problem situation. 

 
4.   Focus the essay question on specific course content. Make it clear what content 

and subject matter students should use in answering the question. (Generally, it 
is better to require students to use more specific content then broad or general 
content.) 

 
5.   Present a reasonable task to students. 
 
6.   Specify the relative point value and the approximate time limit in clear directions. 
 
7.  In the essay question, state the criteria that will be used to grade student 

responses. 
 
8.  Require students to answer all essay questions. Do not allow them to choose any 

essay to answer. 
 
Additional Tips: 
 

• The tasks given to students in an essay can be written as a statement or 
question, (e.g., Explain… .; Which… ?) 

• Improve the essay question through preview and review. 
 
Preview (before) 
a.  Predict student responses. 
b.  Write a model answer. 
c.  Ask a knowledgeable colleague to critically review the essay question, the 

  model answer, and the intended learning outcome for alignment. 
 

Review (after) 
d.  Review student responses to the essay question. 
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PRINCIPLES FOR SHORT ANSWER QUESTIONS 
 

A.  Word the item so that a clear, meaningful problem is presented. 
 
B.  Structure the question so that the range of acceptable responses is limited to a 

single correct answer or a narrow set of definite, clear-cut and explicit answers. 
 
C.  The required response should consist of no more than a few sentences or a short 

list of items. 
 
D.  If the question calls for a student answer other than memorized facts, he or she 

should be told the nature of the required response or the criteria against which 
his/her answer will be judged, (e.g., “Your answer must be accurate to at least two 
decimal places” or, “Your answer must include a reference to a major theory which 
supports your views.” 

 
E.  When using computational problems, specify the units and degree of precision that 

should be used in expressing the answer. 
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PRINCIPLES FOR COMPLETION QUESTIONS 
 

A.  There should be only one correct answer per blank. 
 
B.  Words or phrases omitted should not be trivial words or phrases, (e.g., The 

Declaration of independence was the first to be _________ by the United States.) 
 
C.  There should not be so many blanks that the context of the material is unclear, (e.g., 

The __________was the first official document to be written by _________.) 
 
D.  The omitted phrase should be no longer than three words. 
 
E. The structure of the question should not clue the students to the correct response: 

1. When a or an precedes a blank, it should be written as a/an. 
2. Other giveaways should be avoided, such as, “The country of ______ica.” 
3. All blanks should be of uniform length, (e.g., “The ____ ____ ____ was the first 
document ...) 

 
F. Do not start a question with a blank. 
 
G.  Avoid using statements taken directly from textbooks, reference manuals, or other 

documents with one or two words omitted. Use paraphrased vocabulary and 
grammatical structures that are independent of the context and textbook expressions 
of the source document. 

 
H.  Use completition questions only when the recall of important ideas or words are 

important. Otherwise, use multiple-choice or matching because they are easier to 
score. 

 
I.   Consider these other issues in determining what constitutes a correct answer: 

1. How complete must the answer be? 
2. How accurate must the answer be? 
3. Must the answer be correctly spelled? 
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PRINCIPLES FOR TRUE-FALSE QUESTIONS 
 

There are many serious limitations associated with True-False items. 
Consequently, many experts recommend that they not be used. Nevertheless, there 
may be instances when you might want to use them. Below are guidelines that, if 
followed, should help you minimize many problems associated with these items. 

 
A.  A test should present only one idea, which can be judged as true or false, (e.g., the 

following question is inadequate because it represents numerous ideas to be judged: 
Cary Hooper was the original star of Peyton Place and went on to have his own T.V. 
show.) 

 
B.  The truth of a question should not be based on a minor point in the question. In 

other words, students should never be tricked. 
 
C.  Debatable questions should be connected to a source when they refer to an opinion 

or a theory, (e.g., “According to most astrologers, tides have an effect on men's 
moods.”) 

 
D.  True-false questions should be stated in a positive way, (e.g., “Astronauts have the 

same duties as cosmonauts;” instead of “Astronauts don't have the same duties as 
cosmonauts.” As the latter is false, students must contend with a double negative.) 

 
E.  Some adjectives are open to multiple interpretations and are often only clearly 

understood relative to something else. Thus, questions containing adjectives such 
as graceful, rich, and important should either: 

1. be stated as a comparison, (e.g.,“Switzerland is richer in natural resources  
than Liechtenstein,”) or 

2. elaborate the adjective in some detail, (e.g.,“Switzerland has enough natural 
 resources to sustain its population for 100 years.”) 

 
F.  Many superlatives such as all, never, and always should be avoided. But, a few 

which can be easily measured may be used, (e.g., “The tallest buildings in the world 
are the twin Petronas Towers in Kuala Lumpur, Malaysia.”) 
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ALIGNMENT PRINCIPLES OF TEST CREATION 
 

1. Clearly define the general intended learning outcomes of the course. 
a.  Describe what the student should be able to do, not what the teacher is 

expected to do. 
b.  Describe the intended product or result, not the intended process. 
c.  Focus on the task the learner is expected to perform, rather than on specific 

topics or subject-matter content. 
d.  Define only one intended outcome in each objective. 
e.  Select the proper level of generality. Do not be too specific, but also avoid 

being too general. 
 

List these intended learning outcomes on the syllabus. 
 
 
2. Focus classroom activities, teaching and readings on meeting the intended 

learning outcomes of the course. 
 

(It will be necessary to prescribe how the general learning outcomes will be 
achieved by using specific learning objectives, which detail the content and 
process that will be taught and measured for each lesson or unit. It is important 
that, at some point during the instruction, students are told what the specific 
learning objectives are for that lesson. Also, it may be necessary to explain how 
the specific learning objectives are related to the general intended learning 
outcomes of the entire course. Moreover, most test questions will be created 
based on these lesson-by-lesson specific objectives, so it is imperative that they 
are closely linked with the general intended learning outcomes of the course.) 

 
3. Assess only what was taught, read and practiced. 
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